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Abstract 
 Past research indicates that there is a strong relationship between the constructs of 
Psychological Sense of Community (PSOC) and social identification. The current study 
draws on data (N = 219) examining participants’ membership in a number of different 
communities to present an examination of the relationship between these constructs. In 
particular, the study examines the relative strength of the separate aspects of social 
identification (based on Cameron’s 2004, Three Factor Model of Social Identification) as 
predictors of overall PSOC, accounting for situational salience. Results indicate that Ingroup 
Ties is consistently the strongest predictor of PSOC and that the strength of Ingroup Affect 
and Centrality alter according to the group or community context. The theoretical 
implications of these results are discussed in terms of the interplay and overlap of these 
important community processes.
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 The term community is highly familiar to the general population and is used 
frequently in everyday conversation, yet it signifies different things to different people. In its 
broadest sense, community can simply be seen as a set of people with some kind of shared 
element, which can vary widely from a situation, such as living in a particular place, to some 
kind of interest, beliefs or values.  
From a psychological framework, the concept of psychological sense of community 
(PSOC) is the defining element of any healthy community. Chavis, Hogge, McMillan, and 
Wandersman (1986) developed the first psychological theory of PSOC, which remains the 
most accepted and widely used theoretical discussions of the concept. This theory proposes 
that PSOC consists of four elements: Membership, Influence, Fulfillment of Needs, and 
Shared Emotional Connection. Membership refers to the feeling of belonging and 
identification, of being part of a collective from which you derive emotional safety.  
Influence, refers to the bi-directional need, for a group to exert influence of its members to 
promote cohesion, and also for members to feel they have some control and influence within 
the community. Fulfillment of Needs refers to the need for the individual-group association 
to be rewarding for the individual members, and places importance on common needs, goals, 
beliefs and values on achieving this. The last dimension is that of Shared Emotional 
Connection, which is based on a sense of shared history and identification with the 
community and the bonds developed over time through positive interaction with other 
community members. McMillan and Chavis state that these dimensions work dynamically 
together to create and maintain an overall sense of community.  
Although developed on data collected from a neighborhood setting, this theory has 
also been shown to be applicable to relational communities, such as the workplace (Brodsky, 
2001; Catano, Pretty, Southwell, & Cole, 1993; Mahan, 2000; Pretty & McCarthy, 1991; 
Pretty, McCarthy, & Catano, 1992), religious communities (Miers & Fisher, 2002), 
immigrant communities (Fisher & Sonn, 1999; Sonn, 2002), student communities (Pretty, 
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1990) and internet communities (Obst, Zinkiewicz, & Smith, 2002a). 
Identification 
As is evidenced in McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) theory of sense of community, 
identification with the community appears to play an important part in several of the 
dimensions of PSOC. In particular, identification plays an important role in the dimensions 
of Membership, an essential part of which is a sense of identification with the community, 
and Emotional Connection, in which identification with other community members is central. 
In much of the literature on community, the notion of identification with the community 
arises in understanding members’ attachment to their community, be it their geographical 
community (Hedges & Kelly, 1992; Puddifoot, 1995, 2003) or memberships in multiple 
communities, both geographical and relational (Brodsky & Marx, 2001). 
Several theorists (e.g. Chavis & Pretty, 1999; Chipuer & Pretty, 1999; Fisher & Sonn, 
1999, 2002) have suggested that differences in levels of PSOC may be understood in terms of 
the degree to which members identify with their community, yet few PSOC studies have 
explored the role of identification or incorporated measures of identification with the 
community into their research. Studies that have incorporated identification (Fisher & Sonn, 
1999; Obst, et. al., 2002a, 2002b; 2002c; Smith, Zinkiewicz, & Ryall, 1999) suggest that 
identification with the community may be an important aspect of PSOC. Smith and 
colleagues (1999) examined PSOC and ingroup identification with one’s neighborhood, 
incorporating social identity theory measures of identification as well as traditional PSOC 
measures. Identification emerged as distinct from other PSOC dimensions, and was also a 
significant predictor of overall sense of community. These results indicated that a strong 
relationship exists between PSOC and identification but that the two constructs are distinct. 
These studies have shown the utility of using a social identity theory framework to 
understand the relationship of identification to PSOC. Social identity theory is a well-
established theory of group processes and intergroup relations (Abrams & Hogg, 1990; Hogg 
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& Abrams, 1988; Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). According to social identity theory, 
when an individual is strongly aware of their group membership and it is of strong value and 
emotional significance to them, they are said to have strong ingroup identification (Hogg, 
1992). Thus, ingroup identification has both affective and cognitive consequences.  
Recently, Cameron (2004) has put forward a three dimensional model of social 
identification which incorporates both these affective and cognitive dimensions. The three 
factors underlying this model are: Centrality, that is the cognitive prominence of a given 
group membership; Ingroup Affect, the emotional evaluation of that group membership; and 
Ingroup Ties, the perception of similarity and bonds with other group members.  
Obst and colleagues (2002a, 2002b; 2002c), who utilized Cameron’s (2004) three 
dimensional model of social identification, reported that identification emerged as a separate 
dimension of PSOC in both geographical and relational communities. However, these studies 
indicated that the affective aspects of social identification (Ingroup Ties and Ingroup Affect) 
were subsumed into the dimensions of PSOC, and it was the conscious awareness of 
community membership (Centrality) which emerged as a unique dimension. This notion of 
conscious awareness of group membership raises another related construct that may also 
impact on group processes, that of salience. 
Salience 
 Much research from a social identity theory perspective has shown that the salience 
of group membership can have a strong impact on social identification (e.g., Hewstone, 
Hantzi & Johnston, 1991; Stangor, Lynch, Duan & Glas, 1992). Salience refers to the 
cognitive accessibility of our membership in particular groups. Group membership 
accessibility is defined as the relative readiness of a given group membership to be activated 
(Oakes, 1987). This accessibility can be separated into two components: chronic accessibility 
and situational accessibility. Chronic accessibility refers to the ease with which that category 
can be cognitively activated across all sorts of social situations. A category is more likely to 
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be chronically accessible if it has been recently or frequently activated (Higgins & King, 
1981; Wyer & Srull, 1981), affectively charged, or if one is motivated to use it (Klinger, 
Barta, & Maxeiner, 1980). This concept is closely related to the Cameron’s (2004) social 
identification dimension of Centrality. Situational accessibility is the availability of a 
categorisation in a particular social context. This accessibility may be enhanced by 
contextual factors such as priming (Devine, 1989), visible differences in dress or physical 
arrangement of members (Gartner & Dovidio, 1986), competition (Myers, 1962) and direct 
intergroup contact (Rodriguez & Gurin, 1990). 
 Thus, salience is a fundamental construct which can impact on intergroup behaviors  
and processes (Hewstone, Hantzi & Johnston, 1991; Stangor, Lynch, Duan & Glas, 1992;  
White, Hogg & Terry, 2002). It is likely, therefore, that salience may also impact on community 
processes. Little research in the community arena has explicitly looked at the role of salience. 
Thus, in the current research, measures of contextual salience were included to further examine 
the influence of salience on the relationship between social identification and PSOC.  
The Current Study 
 The current study aims to provide further empirical exploration of the interplay 
between the important constructs of sense of community and social identification. Little 
previous research has examined the relationship between PSOC and social identification at the 
dimensional level. In the present study, both PSOC and social identification of participants’ 
membership in various community types was measured. A regression analysis was then 
conducted to asses the impact of the dimensions of social identity on PSOC.  Based on 
previous research (e.g. Obst et. al., 2002a, 2002c), it was expected that the social identification 
dimensions of Ingroup Ties and Ingroup Affect and Centrality would be strong predictors of 
PSOC. This study also extends on past research by exploring the influence that situational 
salience may have on these relationships. In this vein the aim of the present study was to 
examine if situational salience itself was predictive of PSOC and, further, to examine if the 
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dimensions of social identification remained predictive of PSOC accounting for the effects of  
situational salience.  
 
 Methodology 
Participants 
  Participants were 219 first year university students (63 males and 156 females). The 
age range was 17 years to 62 years with a mean of 23.4 years (SD = 8.51). Participants 
provided information about their membership in three distinct communities: their local 
neighborhood, their student community and a self chosen interest group to which they 
belonged (e.g., a religious, environmental, sports group or internet group). 
Materials and Procedure 
 Research materials consisted of a questionnaire which contained items that assessed 
basic demographics, a 10 item modified version of the Sense of Community Index (Perkins, 
Florin, Rich, Wandersman, & Chavis, 1990, Obst & White, 2004a), and the 12 item Three 
Dimensional Strength of Group Identification Scale (Cameron, 2004). 
The 10 item SCI measures overall PSOC and the four dimensions underlying PSOC: 
Membership (e.g., “I feel at home in my neighborhood”); Influence (e.g., “I have almost no 
influence over what this university is like”); Emotional Connection (e.g., The people in my 
interest group get along well); and Needs Fulfillment (e.g., People in my neighborhood do 
not share the same values”). The SCI has been shown to be a sound measure of overall 
PSOC, however, its reliability as a measure of the dimensions has been more problematic.  
 The recently developed 12 item Three Dimensional Strength of Group Identification 
Scale (Cameron, 2004) examines three distinct dimensions of identification: Centrality (e.g., 
“I often think about being a member of my interest group”); Ingroup Affect (e.g., “In general 
I’m glad to be a student at this university”); and Ingroup Ties (e.g., “I don’t feel a strong 
sense of being connected to others in my local neighborhood”). This scale has been shown to 
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have sound psychometric properties in previous studies (e.g. Cameron, 2004, Obst & White 
2004b). All PSOC and social identification items were presented on a Likert scale ranging 
from 1 strongly disagree to 7 strongly agree and contained both positive and negatively 
worded questions which were reverse scored before analysis. Questions in the scales were 
adapted according to the community being examined. 
 Situational salience items regarding each group membership were included at the end 
of the questionnaire (e.g., “To what extent were you responding to the questions in this 
questionnaire as a member of your interest group?”; “How often, when filling out this 
questionnaire were you thoughts drawn to your status as a student of this university”, “When 
filling out this questionnaire how aware were you of your identity as a member of your local 
neighbourhood?”). Questions were presented on a Likert scale from 1 not at all to 7 very 
much. These questions have been used effectively as salience measures in previous research 
(e.g., White et al., 2002).  
 
Results 
Preliminary Analysis 
 Table 1 presents the internal reliabilities, means and standard deviations for each 
scale in each community group. As can be seen in this table the internal reliability for each 
scale was moderate to high. 
Insert Table 1 
 
 
Predicting Psychological Sense of Community 
To investigate the relationship between social identification and PSOC, a series of 
hierarchical regressions were run separately for each group membership, with overall PSOC 
as the criterion variable. In the regression for each group membership, salience was entered 
as the first step to examine any effect the situational context may have on PSOC. The 
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subscales of Social Identification, Centrality, Ingroup Ties and Ingroup Affect, were entered 
as the second step to examine the predictive strength of each of the identification dimensions 
of PSOC while controlling for the influence of situational salience. The overall model of 
salience and the three subscales of social identification (Ingroup Ties, Ingroup Affect and 
Centrality) as predictors of PSOC was significant for all group memberships: neighborhood, 
F (4, 213) = 103.65, p = .000; student, F (4, 212) = 111.22, p = .000; and interest group, F (4, 
212) = 154.90, p = .000. Table 2 presents the beta weights and correlations from the final 
model and the R2 change for each of these analyses.  
Insert Table 2 
 As can be seen in Table 2, salience was a significant predictor of PSOC in the student 
community. However, even accounting for the influence of salience, the three dimensions of 
social identification were all significant predictors of overall PSOC in each of the three 
community types. As was expected, Ingroup Ties was the strongest predictor in each group. 
However, for the Student and Self Chosen Interest Group, Centrality emerged as a stronger 
predictor of PSOC than did Ingroup Affect. 
 
Discussion 
 The current study has added to our understanding of the relationship between Social 
Identification and Psychological Sense of Community, an association that is beginning to be 
explored in the literature. Situational salience was only a significant predictor of PSOC in the 
student community, most likely due to this being the context in which the data was collected. 
However, even accounting for the influence of salience, as hypothesized, the three dimensions 
of social identification were significant predictors of overall PSOC in each of the three 
community types.  
 Past research indicates that a relationship between social identification and PSOC 
exists (e.g., Fisher & Sonn, 1999; Obst et al., 2002a, 2002b, 2002c), but that the strength of 
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this relationship might vary for the different aspects of social identification. Of particular 
interest in the current research was the predictive influence of Centrality in comparison to the 
other dimensions of social identification, as previous research has indicated a strong 
relationship between both Ingroup Ties and Ingroup Affect with PSOC (see Obst et al., 
2002a, 2002b, 2002c). As was expected, Ingroup Ties emerged as the strongest predictor of 
PSOC in each group. However, for the student and self chosen interest groups, Centrality 
emerged as a stronger predictor of PSOC than did Ingroup Affect. This finding was 
surprising as it was expected that Ingroup Affect would be more closely related to PSOC. 
This finding is in line with previous research that indicates that Centrality is a more 
important predictor of PSOC in relational than geographical communities (Obst et al., 
2002b). It is probable that relational communities are a more important part of an 
individual’s sense of identification as they are communities to which they have chosen to 
belong for ideological or personal interest. Thus, Centrality or conscious awareness of 
membership in the community may be enhanced. 
The interplay of identification and sense of community leads us to question the 
similarity between the two processes. The current research indicates that there is a consistent 
and strong relationship between Ingroup Ties and Sense of Community. Theoretically, there 
is a strong association between the perception of similarity and bonds with other group 
members which make up the construct of Ingroup Ties and the feeling of being part of a 
collective of membership and the bonds developed over time through positive interaction 
with other community members central to the development of sense of community. In this 
data, both Centrality and Ingroup Affect were less closely associated with PSOC, indicating 
that, while clearly significant predictors of sense of community, they are measuring 
constructs with more theoretical distinction to PSOC. The distinction between Centrality and 
sense of community has been seen in previous research (e.g. Obst et. al., 2002a, 2002b, 
2002c). Acknowledgment and awareness of community membership is clearly important to 
                                                     The Interplay of PSOC and Social Identification 11 
developing a sense of community. However, a sense of community is much more than only 
membership. The distinction between Ingroup Affect and PSOC is less clear. It may be that it 
is possible not to have strong feelings about a community but still have a sense of 
togetherness with other community members. 
Thus, while again highlighting the strong relationship that exists between the 
constructs of PSOC and social identification, this brief examination of this relationship points 
to the fact that they are separate constructs. While Ingroup Ties, Membership and Emotional 
Connection have obvious strong overlaps, these results suggest that Ingoup Affect and 
Centrality, while predictive of PSOC, appear to be more distinct from the construct and more 
specific to identification processes. 
The current study provides an initial examination to begin to draw out the complex 
relationship between identification and PSOC. These results imply that the two constructs are 
strongly related, but may examine different aspects of community processes.  This paper 
again highlights the extent to which the processes and constructs examined in social 
psychological research can be applied to the community psychology arena and, likewise, how 
social psychological research could incorporate the insights of community psychologists. 
While there are likely to be unique processes occurring in “groups” rather than 
“communities”, it would appear that some integration or transfer of theories and models 
could enhance the understanding in both domains.     
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Table 1. 
Scale Reliabilities, Means and Standard Deviations for Each Community Group 
 
 Community Group 
Scale Neighborhood 
Alpha     Mean (SD) 
Student 
Alpha    Mean(SD) 
Interest Group 
Alpha    Mean (SD) 
Total PSOC .80           39.11(9.10) .80        46.30(7.17) .84       51.75 (9.41) 
Centrality .75             2.95(1.27) .81          4.32(1.31) .85          4.22(1.31) 
Ingroup Affect .77             5.30(1.07) .82          5.73(1.05) .80          5.79(1.02) 
Ingroup Ties .79             3.23(1.33) .81          4.11(1.31) .87          4.85(1.34) 
Salience .91             4.08(1.62) .87          5.08(1.36) .91          4.75(1.52) 
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Table 2 
Beta Weights for Salience, Ingroup Ties, Ingroup Affect and Centrality in Hierarchical 
Regressions Predicting PSOC in Each Community Group Membership. 
 Predictor Beta 
Weight 
R2 
Change 
Zero Order 
Correlation 
Partial  Semi 
Partial 
Neighborhood 
Step 1 
 
Salience 
 
.03 
 
.06*** 
 
.25 
 
.05 
 
.03 
Step 2 Ingroup Ties .53*** .60** .76 .55 .39 
 Ingroup Affect .29***  .46 .42 .27 
 Centrality .21***  .55 .26 .15 
Student 
Step 1 
 
Salience 
 
.13* 
 
.14*** 
 
.37 
 
.20 
 
.12 
Step 2 Ingroup Ties .47*** .46*** .65 .56 .42 
 Ingroup Affect .22***  .46 .29 .19 
 Centrality .25***  .57 .30 .20 
Interest Group 
Step 1 
 
Salience 
 
.07 
 
.17*** 
 
.41 
 
.13 
 
.07 
Step 2 Ingroup Ties .47*** .58*** .79 .57 .35 
 Ingroup Affect .25***  .65 .36 .19 
 Centrality .30***  .67 .40 .22 
Note: All beta weights and correlations are taken from the final model 
* p < .05, *** p < .001 
 
